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ABSTRACT
The following report is an analysis of the preparation and results that come from utilizing both
the art and science of sales while preparing the Western Michigan University team for the 2022
National Collegiate Sales Competition. In this report, I introduce Western Michigan University's
sales and business marketing program and review how the National Collegiate Sales Competition
functions. There is an analysis of which aspects of art and science the competitors leveraged in
their preparation to give them a competitive edge. Finally, I review the competition results and
takeaways. Any data or information cited in the paper can be found in the appendix or works
cited section.
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Introduction
About Western Michigan University’s Sales and Business Marketing Program
Western Michigan University (WMU) has one of the country’s premier sales programs and has
been nationally ranked and recognized since 2007 by study.com and the Sales Education
Foundation. The program is unique as it gives graduates 42 weeks of hands-on sales training to
allow them to jump-start their careers in sales after they graduate with a Bachelor of Business
Administration in Sales and Business Marketing (SBM). To graduate, students complete three
experiential learning sales courses and take sequentially Professional Selling (MKTG 3600),
Selling Skills Development (MKTG 4100), and Advanced Selling Strategies (MKTG 4600).
Roleplays are conducted in the Robert S. Kaiser Sales, Negotiation, and Leadership Lab which
mirrors a corporate office environment. Through state-of-the-art technology, these roleplays in
the lab are recorded and give students the chance to receive feedback from professors and
critique themselves as well. Through the major coursework combined with the teaching styles of
different faculty members with industry experience and impressive educational backgrounds,
Western Michigan University continually defends its place as a nationally recognized program.
In terms of sales competitions, Western Michigan University has a strong track record. Western
Michigan University prides itself on accomplishments like having the most top 10 finishes at the
National Collegiate Sales Competition and having the most student winnings of any university at
the State Farm Marketing and Sales Competition.
(See Appendix A for documentation reviewing the Western Michigan University Sales and
Business Marketing Program)
About Sales Competitions
Sales competitions allow students to showcase their skills and network with employers, peers,
and experts in the sales field. Many universities (e.g. Indiana University, Florida State
University, Rangsit University International College) worldwide offer sales competitions.
However, while many different universities provide sales competitions, they may look different
when comparing competitions. Some of the formats that vary are team versus individual
performance, full-length roleplay versus speed selling, and more. Sponsors typically come to
play the buyer in these competitions so they can watch students sell and potentially recruit these
students. The Sales Education Foundation annually publishes a list of sales competitions
worldwide. In the 2021 year, there were 22 major sales competitions published on their list
worldwide. Of these, the National Collegiate Sales Competition was the oldest and largest
university sales competition (Stevens & Holmes, 2021).
About National Collegiate Sales Competition
The National Collegiate Sales Competition (NCSC) was started in 1999 and annually welcomes
universities from across the world to compete during a long weekend at Kennesaw State
University. Their mission is:
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● “To promote the sales profession as an honorable and viable career option for college
graduates
● To present opportunities for Industry Sponsors to preview and network with top
collegiate sales candidates
● To provide a venue for highly qualified students to exhibit and enhance their selling skills
on a national stage
● To provide a venue for students, professors and sales executives to network” (NCSC,
2022-a).
Organization of Competition
NCSC is an elimination-style tournament that consists of five rounds of roleplay
competition. To continue in the competition, you must outperform others in your sales
“room.” During round one and the quarterfinals, you must be in the top two competitors
out of eight in the room to continue. If you are not in the top two competitors of round
one, you proceed to the wild card round where you must win your room to make it to the
quarterfinals. During the semi-finals, you must win the room to make it to the final round
of the competition. The 2022 competition started with over 140 student competitors in the
roleplay competition. The final round of the competition only consists of four finalists
that are announced during a networking event. While the roleplay is the main focus of the
competition, NCSC also hosts a mini speed selling competition that contributes to team
scores.
Scoring
The judges' scores determine the final rankings. The number of judges evaluating
competitors varies from round to round. Judges consist of both employer sponsors from
the industry and university sales team coaches. The further into the competition, the more
judges are present who evaluate the competitor. There are 7 different categories that
judges are to score. They are all weighted differently. The categories are: approach (5%),
needs identification (25%), product/service presentation (25%), overcoming objections
(15%), close (10%), communication skills (15%), and overall. (5%). Within each
category, there are different criteria competitors are scored on a scale from 1-8.
Scenarios
During the entirety of the competition, competitors had to sell the “Gartner for CIOs”
package. This package consists of three key tools that are Gartner Research, Cost
Optimization Tools, and the Executive Partner. Despite selling the same product, each
round had a unique scenario. The scenarios were not cumulative and did not build off of
one another. Each round had a different buyer, company, and personal background given
to the competitors.
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(See the specifics of various rounds scenarios in Appendix B)

Breaking Down The Art And Science of A Sales Competition
Sales being either an art or a science has been highly debated in the industry. However, there can
be a case to be made for both sides. Sales requires a certain aspect of artistic skill since in sales,
prospects receive cold calls and pitches frequently. To keep clients engaged, salespeople need to
employ a certain level of showmanship while engaging in presentations. Additionally,
salespeople need to apply scientific skills throughout the sales process. Sales representatives
need to be comfortable applying repeatable models to different sales situations to create
favorable outcomes (Shalinsky, 2020).
Competitors need to execute the areas of the rubric with tactical precision within 20 minutes. The
repeatable models used within the time frame are the science behind sales competitions.
However, in order to catch the attention of the judges as they fulfill different criteria on the
rubric, competitors need to be entertaining and full of energy to differentiate themselves from
other competitors. This section of the paper will be breaking down the concept of sales being
both an art and a science and how to use aspects of both while competing to produce high-level
results.
“Sales Theatre” - Art
“Sales theatre” is often how faculty members and sales competitors at WMU refer to a certain
phenomenon present during roleplays, specifically when preparing for sales competitions.
During prepared roleplays, there is a certain type of “script” that both the buyer and seller are
typically working from. There can be a certain level of predictability in these roleplays, so it is
encouraged that competitors practice catching the attention of the “audience” (the judges) even if
things are redundant.
Some ways “sales theatre” is in roleplays to catch the attention of the judges are listed below:
Intentional slowing of speech to catch the attention of the audience
Preparing reusable phrases to create power behind the presentation
Having physical gestures match the verbal message
Using vocal tonality that enforces emotions
Big picture - by implementing sales theatre techniques, the goal is to create memorable and
interesting to watch competitors.
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Practicing Through Camera - Art
When at NCSC, your judges watch the competitors live through a screen in a remote location.
The buyer has no impact on your score. Because of this, you must both engage the buyer and the
judges through the screen. You must have a strong connection with the buyer so that the judges
who aren’t in the room feel that connection. How judges connect with the competitors can be
compared to a hybrid meeting in the workplace where some parties meet in person and the other
parties join virtually.
Studies show that virtual meetings require more focus than face-to-face chat. Because of this, the
seller’s body language, vocal variety, and tone of voice may require watchers to use more energy
when not executed well. Additionally, conferencing systems negatively impact how others judge
and view other parties. Delays of 1.2 seconds can cause parties to view responders as less
friendly and focused. (Jiang, 2020). In order to combat this, the WMU sales team practiced four
times by leveraging WebEx or the Robert S. Kaiser’s Sales Lab technology equipment. While
doing these practices, a faculty member was watching through a screen to evaluate the sales
team’s performance. This allowed the team to be aware of tone of voice, non-verbal
communication, and body language and how it appeared through the camera. Everything
completed had to be slightly exaggerated to ensure it was properly received through the camera.
Then, the team made adjustments to posture, tone, and pace based on the faculty member’s
feedback.
Understanding Curriculum from WMU - Science
The WMU SBM Program gives students repeatable models to use in any sales call. WMU calls it
“Selling The Western Way,” where faculty focuses on building students that are adaptive,
relationship orientated, and value-driven. Using this foundation, students in sales competitions
are able to build off of what they have learned in the classroom to tackle anything thrown at them
during competition rounds. Many of the repeatable models that are learned in the classroom are
also focused on in the scorecard. Some of these repeatable models are in covered depth below.
Engage, Understand, Connect, Close
There are five stages in the sales process of Selling the Western Way. These are engage,
understand, connect solutions, close, and build relationships. During NCSC, the faculty
coach focused on having competitors prepare to engage, understand, connect, and close.
This allowed competitors to maintain the mentality this is just a conversation. However,
there is a structure and order that must be followed to maximize the rubric.
Purposeful Understanding
As learned in the WMU curriculum, “everything good in selling stems from
understanding.” As adaptable sellers, the team focused on both launching questions
aimed at a specific category and then dug to find achieve understanding. Launching
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questions are big picture questions. Digging questions are probing questions to gain a
better picture of the situation, problems, and targeted outcomes of the buyer. With the
faculty coach’s experience with NCSC, he believed that the team would only receive
three needs at most. From this inference, we prepared three unique launching questions
that could be adapted to each scenario.
Clarify Respond Confirm
15% of the NCSC scorecard focuses on overcoming objections. In the first WMU sales
class, the importance of following the clarify, respond, and confirm (CRC) model when
overcoming objections is stressed. This model not only is simple and effective, it also
aligns with the NCSC scorecard. The first step in this model is to clarify what the buyer
meant. After the seller has gained a better understanding of the concern, the seller must
respond to their objection in an appropriate manner. Finally, the seller confirms with the
buyer that they have answered their concern. This simple and three step model can be
executed with any objection, and this allows the seller to maximize their time and get
both parties on the same page.
(Eckert et al., 2021)
Breaking Down Rubric and Timing - Science
Competitors are only able to score points for criteria on the rubric, and points are only awarded
for items executed within the 20-minute time limit. This forces the university team to be
intentional with where time is spent both in the competition roleplay and practices.
Rubric
The breakdown of the rubric is as follows:
Approach (5%)
Needs identification (25%)
Product/service presentation (25%)
Overcoming objections (15%)
Close (10%)
Communication skills (15%)
Overall (5%)
During the limited practices, the WMU team spent two practices just on needs
identification. There were another two practices focusing just on product presentation.
Since these categories make up 50% of the scorecard, the team spent over ½ of their
practices focusing on those categories.

8
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Despite some categories not reflecting a large percentage of the rubric, they were still
focused on during practices. The group focused on creating positive interactions with the
buyer early on in the roleplay so judges started to pay attention to the competitors and
view them positively.
Timing
Based on areas of the rubric that hold the most weight, that is where competitors spent
the most time in the competition roleplay. With our faculty coach, the team created the
ideal timing breakdown for roleplays.
Approach - Up to 3 minutes
Needs identification - Between 7 and 9 minutes
Product presentation - Up to 5 minutes
Closing and overcoming objections - Up to 3 minutes
Both competitors practiced consistently with watches on to monitor time management
skills. This breakdown of timing gave the most attention to needs identification, which
accounts for 25% of the competitor score. The second-longest section was product
presentation which was also 25% of the overall score.
My Areas of Focus
Since this competition was my third competition at the national level, there are many aspects of
both the art and science of sales I have practiced previously. However, there were three different
areas I planned to focus on through my practices and roleplay execution.
Cool, Calm, and Collected - Art
Dr. Eckert mentioned to me as we were preparing that the “cool, calm, and collected
Sarah wins.” I am naturally a high-energy person and this sometimes translates to me
going too fast in my sales calls. However, in my final Advanced Selling Strategies sales
call, Dr. Eckert said it was my best call yet because I showed up in a patient and calm
manner. To recreate this element of remaining cool, calm, and collected, I focused on
remaining patient and calm no matter the objection the buyer threw at me. For example,
when we were practicing entry logistics, Dr. Eckert would say something like “we don’t
have an appointment” to try to make me deal with that objection early in the meeting in a
calm manner. This allowed me to practice remaining composed no matter what was
thrown at me. Additionally, I said that I was “laughing, smiling, and having fun” before
entering every round at NCSC to ensure my mental state was in the right place, and
hopefully, the buyers could feel my excitement through the camera.
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Vocal Inflection - Art
To grab the attention of the judges, I hoped to come across as an enthusiastic and
confident individual. In order to emphasize certain points I was making, I hoped to have
vocal variety and change the tone of my voice when making certain points. For example,
when I received a financial impact during my needs identification in the sales call, I
would bring the quantifiable impact into my connecting solutions and lower my voice
when bringing up that number. This allowed the audience to view me as both confident
and powerful.
Smart Question Toolbox - Science
When evaluating both the rubric and timing, needs identification proved to be the most
critical part of the call. Because of this, as a team we practiced having smart launching
questions based on each scenario that focused on a large category of issues. I also
practiced active listening and digging questions that would allow me as the seller to
identify the issues the buyer had that the Gartner for CIOs package could address.
Mentally, I practiced having different “buckets” of keywords/topics the buyer could
potentially bring up that are directly tied to a Gartner solution. From here, I could use my
question toolbox to find the root cause of that issue, so it would make my connection of
solutions easier. Examples of these keyword triggers are listed below.
Gartner Research
●
●
●

New project
Square one
Evaluating options

Cost Optimization
●
●
●

Vendor Contracts
Budgeting
Cutting costs

Executive Partner
●
●
●

Mentorship
Navigating workplace
dynamics
New role

Execution
Preparation
This section of the paper will focus on the preparation of the students for the competition.
Team Selection
Western Michigan University’s team consisted of two student competitors for the
National Collegiate Sales Competition. The team consisted of one junior student (Erin
Rogers) and one senior student (me, Sarah Obermeyer). Both competitors had competed
previously at the national level at the University of Toledo Invitational Sales
Competition. Both competitors had also finished the majority of their sales curriculum at
WMU with the junior competitor in the final weeks of completing her Selling Skills
Development course and the senior competitor having completed the entirety of the sales
classes sequence.
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Practices
The team of two students practiced with faculty member Dr. Jim Eckert 2.5 hours twice a
week for a total of three weeks. Because of this, the team only had seven formalized
practices before leaving for Georgia. During a typical competition, a team will usually
have a month or several to prepare before a competition. However, Western Michigan
University did not have priority registration for the 2022 competition and had to wait for
approval from the competition organizers before receiving the scenario.
During practices, the focus was to make the team adaptable salespeople. Dr. Jim Eckert
stressed the importance of becoming good salespeople, not good scenario memorizers.
Performance at the National Collegiate Sales Competition
This section of the paper will review my performance at NCSC. I completed a total of three
rounds of competition and made it through the semi-finals. I placed first in my room for round
one and the quarterfinals. In the semi-finals, I placed second in my room. Overall, I placed 5th
out of 144 competitors.
Self-Evaluation of Performance
Below is an analysis of my performance based on personal thoughts and the WMU
curriculum. I believe that I did the strongest in Round 1B, and my weakest round was the
quarterfinals.
Manage the clock better - With difficult buyers, I struggled to remain within the
time limit. I should have respected the timing that our team predetermined before
the competition. However, as I was running out of time, it would have been more
appropriate for me to acknowledge that with the buyer and say a phrase like “I
know we’re running out of time here, so this information may be fast.” That
would have telegraphed to both the judges and the buyer that I was aware of the
limitations of being in a 20-minute sales call and would have excused my change
in pace.
Correcting mistakes is okay - While being trained and polished is important,
competitors are also human beings and not sales robots. Mistakes are bound to
happen both in sales competitions and in a professional environment. However,
acknowledging those mistakes is appropriate and allows for the judge and buyer
to connect with you better as a human. In the last round, I accidentally used the
buyer’s boss’s name instead of his name. However, I recognized this mistake in a
human fashion and Judge 2 in the semi-finals complimented my recovery.
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Mistakes are bound to happen, but a moment of truth in a sales call may be how to
adapt to overcome the mistake and remain composed.
Make sure to consistently CRC - While the CRC model is something WMU
students learn in their first sales class, it is easy for the model to become an
oversight since it is so ingrained in our process. I used to practicing in a manner
where all objections look the same and were easy to identify, but some objections
may be more discreet. In order to maximize the rubric, there was a time in the
quarterfinals I had to backtrack and make sure to CRC to get points. How I could
have avoided this was to slow down during the end of my roleplay, even as I was
running out of time.
Rubrics from NCSC
Below is an analysis of the feedback and comments left by judges. From there, I collected
common themes and these were the most common topics covered by judges.
Slow down the pace - Despite working on remaining cool, calm, and collected,
many judges still commented on my pace. Referencing the appendix, you will see
that in Round 1B by Judge 2, in quarterfinals by Judge 5, and in semi-finals by
Judge 2, Judge 3, and Judge 9 all commented on my speed being too fast. The
biggest factor that may have impacted this was my awareness of my time
remaining. In both the quarterfinals and the semi-finals I ran out of time due to
having chatty buyers. Since I was aware of my time, I started to speed up and I
was aware I was speeding up out of fear of getting cut off. However, what I could
have done was redact certain information to go slower and be more impactful
with fewer words.
Nonverbal communication is key - Looking at my rubrics, there were several
points of feedback in regards to my non-verbal communication. The ones that
stood out the most to me were mentioned in Round 1B by Judge 4, and in the
quarterfinals by Judge 3, Judge 5, and Judge 6. This feedback was that I
interrupted my buyer with my active listening skills. I would say “yeah” when the
buyer was talking to assure them I was listening, but this gave the impression that
I was talking over the buyer. One of the quotes that Judge 4 from Round 1B
mentioned was that I “can do the same thing with nonverbal cues.” One thing I
will focus on in my next sales call is using nonverbal communication and nods to
acknowledge what the buyer is saying instead of verbally recognizing what they
said.
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Energy was appropriate - Looking at my scorecards, several times either my
energy, enhusiasm, or engagement was mentioned. When looking at my
scorecards, you see this mentioned in Round 1B by Judge 1, and 3 judges in the
quarterfinals (Judge 2, Judge 5, and Judge 6). What I found to be especially
interesting is that most judges commented on my energy in the quarterfinals and
this was when the buyer was supposed to be “chatty” and hard to control. Despite
that challenge, my energy and excitement were felt by the judges.
(See the specifics of all the scorecards in Appendix C)

Conclusion
Findings from NCSC
When reviewing my self-evaluation, my scorecards, and my overall competition standing, I
believe that the preparation I did adequately prepared me for this competition, and my areas of
focus were appropriate for NCSC. My areas of focus were commented on by the judges in a
positive manner, with the exception of vocal pace. All this considered, these findings
demonstrate that for this specific competition, I found the appropriate balance between both art
and science. When executed, a similar road map is appropriate at national-level competitions to
allow competitors to both stand out while making the most of the scorecard.
Clearly, sales require a strong balance of both art and science. Through both research and my
personal execution at NCSC, this proves that finding and importantly, maintaining that balance
through challenging roleplays can be the difference maker between doing well at a competition
and having a podium earning performance.
Research Limitations
Ultimately, sales competitions are subjective. Despite having judges training, each judge may
have a different idea of what poor and good execution of certain aspects on the rubric are. Some
judges are from the industry and some are faculty coaches. Each group brings a different
experience to the judging room.
Additionally, judges' biases may present in how they grade competitors. There are a number of
different biases that present themselves in the workplace that may also present themselves in the
results at sales competitions. Judges may grade a competitor lower or higher due to their
unconscious biases. Some of these biases that may especially impact scores are given in the
description below.
Affinity bias - When individuals share similar backgrounds and experiences, individuals
can favor those competitors. At NCSC, judges know what school competitors are from
and this may cause an impact on scores.
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The halo effect/the horns effect - If a competitor does one small positive at the start of the
roleplay, judges may alter their scores on average to be higher and view them more
positively. On the other hand, if a competitor does poorly at the start of the roleplay, their
scores may be negatively affected.
Gender bias - Some individuals unconsciously give men preferential treatment over
women in the workplace. Studies have shown that a man is 1.5 times more likely to be
hired than a woman (Reiners, 2021). If a judge has a preference towards a specific
gender, all their scores for that gender may be altered.
Beauty bias - Studies have shown that traditionally attractive people earn higher incomes.
Other studies have also shown that attractive people are viewed as more social, happy,
and successful. Based on how traditionally attractive a competitor is, their scores may be
impacted.
(Reiners, 2021)
Even if a competitor executes the rubric perfectly and with style, unconscious biases from judges
could cause sales competitors not to receive the results they have earned. This is something that
should be considered in all competitions. Even if the science and art of sales are perfectly
balanced, these biases may impact all results.
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(NCSC, 2022-b).
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